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On July 28, US Secretary of State Warren Christopher granted President Violeta Chamorro's
government a last-minute reprieve from a threatened freeze on US economic assistance. That threat
came from an amendment to the US foreign aid appropriations bill, co-sponsored by US Senator
Jesse Helms (R-NC), under which the US government would withhold US$60 million in aid to
Nicaragua for FY 1994 if the Chamorro government did not immediately resolve land confiscation
claims by US citizens. Nevertheless, citing "reasons of US national interest," the US Secretary of
State extended Nicaragua a one-year waiver of the amendment's stipulations, thereby freeing up US
aid to Nicaragua for the new year.
Ever since President Chamorro took office, her administration has been under pressure to return
properties confiscated from US citizens by the Sandinista government. The problem originated with
the famous "pinata" of the outgoing Sandinista administration, which bestowed land and houses
to loyal supporters before handing over the reins to Chamorro in April 1990. However, the matter
came to a head on April 29 when the US Congress approved an amendment sponsored by a group
of US legislators, led by Senator Helms, which threatened to cut off US aid to Nicaragua. According
to that amendment, US aid would be withheld from countries where US citizens maintain legal
claims regarding confiscated properties. Specifically, the law stipulated that US$60 million in US aid
scheduled for this year to Nicaragua would be frozen if the Chamorro government did not resolve
the property claims of US owners before July 29.
The amendment also required that the US veto all multilateral aid initiatives on the same grounds.
In 1992 and 1993 Senator Helms managed to have US aid to Nicaragua frozen for months at a time,
charging that the Chamorro government was moving too slowly in processing US land claims and
in asserting civilian control over the military (see Central America Update 04/09/93 and NotiSur
12/10/93). In a visit to Nicaragua in early June, US congressmen Cass Ballenger (R-NC) and Robert
Torricelli (D-NJ) who is president of the House Subcommittee on Hemispheric Affairs warned
President Chamorro that "the return of confiscated property to North Americans is a requisite
for the continuation of economic aid." According to Roberto Vasalli, president of the Association
of American Owners of Expropriated Nicaraguan Property (ACAC), before leaving office the
Sandinista government confiscated some 1,400 properties worth US$600 million from 650 US
citizens. Vasalli asserted that to date the Chamorro government has only resolved 20 of those 1,400
claims.
However, Nicaraguan government officials claim there are only 125 US plaintiffs in cases involving
412 properties. They claim that the government has already either returned or compensated the
previous owners for 177 properties. The discrepancies in the number of property claims are due
to a difference in the way the US and Nicaraguan governments categorize the complaints. The
Chamorro government claims that since the majority of persons claiming confiscated lands are
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Nicaraguans by birth who later sought US citizenship, they should be treated as nationals. "We
are not going to give preferential treatment to those who were nationals when their lands were
confiscated," said Ernesto Leal, Nicaraguan Foreign Minister. As the July 29 deadline approached,
President Chamorro appeared unperturbed. "Mr. Helms can say whatever he wants in the United
States, but it is here [in Nicaragua] where the problems are solved," said the president. Foreign
Minister Leal insisted that it was unrealistic to expect the problem of land disputes to be solved
by July 29 since it was such a complicated and controversial situation and one of the most serious
problems facing the country.
For the past four years the Chamorro administration has attempted to resolve this thorny property
rights situation. But government initiatives to renegotiate the problems through compromise have
been undermined by recalcitrant former owners, on the one hand, and on the other hand by the
entrenched squatters and agrarian reform beneficiaries who now claim that the land belongs to
them (see NotiSur 04/01/94). Chancellor Leal also argued that the Helms-Gonzalez amendment
itself offered several alternatives to resolve the problems of US property claims, and that those
alternatives should be considered as justification to waive the July 29 deadline.
One of the alternatives cited by Leal is the stipulation that a country have an internal administrative
system established and functioning by July 29 to deal with land problems so that the disputes
are clearly being resolved, even if final rulings are not reached on all cases until after July 29.
"Nicaragua has this system and it is operating because properties are being returned and bonds
are being issued," said the chancellor. Indeed, on July 28, the day before the Helms-Gonzalez
amendment deadline, the Nicaraguan government decreed that bonds issued since February to
compensate both Nicaraguans and foreigners for the loss of property can now be used as cash to pay
for government services.
Under the new decree, the 15- year tax-free government bonds, which earn 3% interest, can
be used to pay for taxes, utilities, and postal services. Although the government has paid US
$100 million in compensation bonds, thousands of owners had rejected the offer. "For us those
bonds have no value, since they have been devalued by almost 80%." said Ariel Solorzano,
president of the association of Nicaraguan owners of confiscated property, known as "Argues
Sequeira." Nevertheless, the government's arguments appeared to win the support of the US State
Department, since Warren Cristopher stepped in directly to waive the July 29 deadline, giving the
Chamorro government another year to resolve the remaining land claims. The Sandinista daily
newspaper Barricada called the decision by Christopher "a valuable political triumph." In fact, not
only did Christopher's intervention free up US aid to Nicaragua, it also opened the way for other
multilateral aid disbursements.
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